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Abstract 
A new spatial logic encompassing redefined concepts of time and place, space and 
distance, requires a comprehensive shift in the approach to designing workplace 
environments for today’s adaptive, collaborative organizations operating in a dynamic 
business world. Together with substantial economic and cultural shifts and an increased 
emphasis on lifestyle considerations, the advances in information technology have 
prompted a radical re-ordering of organizational relationships and the associated 
structures, processes, and places of doing business. Within the duality of space and an 
augmentation of the traditional notions of place, organizational and institutional structures 
pose new challenges for the design professions. The literature reveals that there has 
always been a mono-organizational focus in relation to workplace design strategies and 
the burgeoning trend towards inter-organizational collaboration, enabled the identification 
of a gap in the knowledge relative to workplace design. 
 
The social milieu of the information age and the knowledge economy is characterized by 
an almost instantaneous flow of information and capital. This has culminated in a 
phenomenon termed by Manuel Castells as the network society. This new context 
generated the formulation of a unique research construct, the NetWorkPlaceTM©, which 
captures the complexity of contemporary employment structures embracing both physical 
and virtual work environments and practices. It provided the basis for investigating the 
factors that are shaping and defining interactions within and across networked 
organizational settings. This included challenging the notion that the ability to work at any 
time and in any place is a natural consequence of our contemporary condition of 
continuous communication and virtual connectivity. 
 
The complexity of the context encountered dictated that a multi-dimensional investigative 
framework was required to be devised. The adoption of a pluralist ontology and the 
reconfiguration of approaches from traditional paradigms into a collaborative, trans-
disciplinary, multi-method epistemology provided an explicit and replicatable method of 
investigation. The identification and introduction of the NetWorkPlaceTM© phenomenon, 
by necessity, spans a number of traditional disciplinary boundaries. By extending existing 
theory and conceptions of place and the person-environment relationship, relevant 
understandings of the tensions created between Castells’ notions of the space of place 
and the space of flows are established. 
 
The trans-disciplinary approach adopted, underpinned by a robust academic and 
practical framework, illustrates the potential for expanding the range and richness of 
understanding applicable to design in this context. This work contributes to the body of 
knowledge within the design disciplines in substantive, theoretical, and methodological 
terms, whilst potentially also influencing future organizational network theories, 
management practices, and information and communication technology applications. 
 
The NetWorkPlaceTM© constitutes a multi-dimensional concept having the capacity to 
deal with the fluidity and ambiguity characteristic of the network context, as both a topic 
of research and the way of going about it. 
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Introduction 
The radical structuralist conception of Manuel Castells’ network society is adopted as the 
position from which to explore the experience of being-at-work in contemporary 
organizations. This brings into proximity the phenomenon of the space of place and the 
space of flows as the new expression of sociability in networked organizations. This 
juxtapositioning, of what appear to be competing terms, provides the research space for 
investigating both a contemporary commercial phenomenon and in parallel, for postulating 
the ideological foundations of design. 
 
The 21st century presents a new paradigm of work. As a consequence, the place of work, its 
location, duration, character, quality, and management are changing dramatically. The role of 
organizations has changed substantially. Mergers, acquisitions, and globalization have 
resulted in organizations that transcend regional and even national boundaries. Inter-
organizational relationships and networks further blur the lines between traditional 
organizations and today’s entities. 
 
This phenomenon was investigated through a case study approach, situated within a 
commercially functioning network enterprise in the form of a supply chain of collaborative 
strategic partner organizations. It presented an opportunity to study a case of interaction 
within and between networked inter-organizational communities. The aim was to extract a 
phenomenologically oriented understanding of the resultant implications for a sense-of-place 
which social actors experienced through the everyday activity of being-at-work. This context 
encompassed the duality of what Castells 1 2 3 termed the space of place and the space of 
flows. A conceptual framework was established and the parameters of accepted social 
science methodology extended in order to undertake this study. 
 
The Point of Departure 
The phenomenon of new inter-organizational contexts enabled the identification of a gap in 
the knowledge relative to workplace design. The literature and research available indicated 
that there had always been a mono-organizational focus in relation to the strategies driving 
workplace design. 4 5 The specific investigation of workplace design across inter-
organizational contexts, prior to the NetWorkPlaceTM© study, had not been attempted. 6 It 
was this opportunity to contribute to existing knowledge in the approach to workplace design 
and to test the anecdotal notions about the ability, or more precisely the suitability, of working 
at anytime and in any place, which constituted the point of departure for the 
NetWorkPlaceTM© study. 
 
The study involved the investigation of a supply chain which extends a distance of over 
12,000 kilometres across Australia and includes manufacturing, through transportation, to 
assembly and installation. It was conducted over a two-year period by a multi-disciplinary 
team comprising a collaborative partnership between industry practitioners and academic 
researchers from four different universities. The NetWorkPlaceTM© study is concerned 
primarily with the investigation of approaches to the practical resolution of workplace design 
across networked organizational settings. 
 
The NetWorkPlaceTM© Case Study Overview 
The NetWorkPlaceTM© study is comprised of two distinct components denoted as the 
Network Dimension and the Local Dimension. These were undertaken independently of each 
other, however are highly inter-related and together provide a more comprehensive 
assessment of the case than would have been possible without the benefit of the cumulative 
perspective. 
 
The Network Dimension consists of all the participating organizations which constitute the 
network enterprise. This aspect may be considered as a holistic contextual exploration, 
culminating in the discovery of the major issues embedded in and across the entire gambit of 
supply chain partners. The Local Dimension provided the opportunity for detailed 
investigation of a specific workplace site within a single organization. 
 
In terms of the investigation undertaken, both the process interactions and the information 
flows were identified and illustrated by methods developed specifically for this research in the 
form of the NetWorkPlaceTM© Network Diagram and the NetWorkPlaceTM© Interaction Matrix 
and Process Chart. The NetWorkPlaceTM© Trans-Disciplinary Investigative Model was 
formulated to guide the research effort by situating the multi-disciplinary components into a 
related and structured investigative framework. 
 
The Spatial Logic 
From a social theory perspective, space is the material support of time sharing, simultaneous 
social practices. This space was traditionally provided by territorial contiguity. “Social 
practices can now be simultaneous without being physically contiguous …… this is the space 
of flows.” 7 What has emerged is a new spatial logic, embodied in a new organization of 
power, contained within the space of flows. One of the premises essential to Castells’ theory 
is that space is not a reflection of society, but an expression of society. 2 More specifically, 
the social practices that organize the forces of production and the interests of the dominant 
classes also organize the realization of built space in everyday life. 8 
 
The Implication for a Sense of Place 
McIntosh 9 discussed how some would-be forecasters predicted that the information 
revolution would make location of workplaces irrelevant because people would be working 
from home, or using their offices for tele-conferences. The emergent pattern of interaction 
however, indicates that physical and virtual meeting places share a co-dependence with 
each other. Mitchell 10 pointed out that the biggest paradox of the electronic communication 
revolution is that by enabling people to work almost anywhere, it has made places more 
important than ever. The outcome is that as long as people matter, place will too. 
 
Hasell and others 11 argued that the ordering of space in buildings is really about the ordering 
of relations between people. “At its fundamental level architecture does not deal in 
abstractions, but with life as it is lived, and its fundamental power is to identify place” 
suggested Unwin. 12 Sense of place connotes the myriad values, beliefs, feelings, hopes, 
and fears that human beings attach both individually and collectively to certain locations. 
Canter’s theory 13 of place proposed that three parameters: locality, activity, and assigned 
meaning frame the understanding of and provide the essence for a sense of place. 
Schneekloth and Shibley 14 claimed that the designer’s approach to placemeking must 
“assume the legitimacy of every person’s experience of living.” This equates to what 
Heidegger 15 would have termed, “being-in-the-world.” Chastain 16 suggested that “the 
essence of a place resides not in the physical setting of the place but in the practices of 
producing and inhabiting it.” The work of architects in this sense might best be understood as 
enabling and facilitating others in the various acts of placemaking. “Norberg-Schulz ….. 
advocated that architecture should aim to concretise economic, social, political and cultural 
intentions in a way that captures the ‘genius loci’ or ‘sense of place’ of an environment” 
according to Franz. 17 At a fundamental level then, designers must commit to a philosophy 
that engages with the human condition. Phenomenology offers such insight by asserting the 
primacy of the lived-world of everyday experience. 18 19 20 
 
 
 
 
The Network Enterprise 
Network enterprises (epitomised by corporate collaborations, joint ventures, strategic 
alliances, partnerships, and supply chain optimization) have transformed business 
management into networks of cooperation. This heralds the emergence of a new kind of 
socio-technical pattern of interaction between humans and technology, enacted by the 
person to person networks established. 
 
Perhaps the most important impact relative to the advent of the knowledge economy in 
contemporary business has been a shift in the very concept of the organization as an 
economic and social entity. King and Kraemer 21 suggested that “once considered to be 
semi-permanent and routinized by definition, ideal organizations increasingly have come to 
be seen as flexible, change-oriented, and able to shift their boundaries, alliances, and 
partnerships rapidly to meet changing conditions.” Developing technologies increasingly 
permit anytime, anywhere communication, synchronous and asynchronous collaboration, 
and linkages in operational processes within and between organizations. 22 
 
The literature would suggest that much of the rhetoric about profound change in 
organizations has been speculative, undisciplined, and unsubstantiated, based more on 
idealised views of what organizations ought to be rather than on the practical realities that 
shape organizational form and function. 10 23 There are many examples where technology 
advances have contributed to the formulation of organizational alliances and helped in 
achieving structural decentralization. However, equally convincing arguments in support of 
the suggestion that information and communication technologies have given new life to the 
traditional bureaucracy appear to be just as prevalent. Flattening of organizational structures 
throughout the period of economic rationalism saw the elimination of many middle managers, 
an initiative which has been portrayed by Nonaka and Takeuchi 24 as delivering greater 
empowerment to the remaining employees. The NetWorkPlaceTM© study clearly indicates 
however, that technological and structural change can just as easily enable significant 
increases in organizational centralization, tighter monitoring and control of employee activity, 
more rigid attempts to enforce compliance with the desires of management, and the redesign 
of tasks and physical workplace environments in ways that make it difficult for employees to 
act outside of prescribed policies and patterns. 
 
Schwarz’s case study research revealed that in recent times there have been substantial 
shifts in the spatial and technological orders of office work. However he found the vision 
presented of placeless work too simplistic and unsubstantiated. His empirical investigation 
pointed to more nuanced changes in what he referred to as the regimes of space and 
technology. He suggested that 
“a spatial regime in the world of work is a complicated configuration that 
comprises many different dimensions, such as the designed spaces in the office, 
space policies, the spatial practices of workers, symbolic values attached to 
space, the rhetoric of space, and cultural sentiments about space.” 25 
 
In short, space is still important in both individual and social terms, but it is the configurations 
and connections between places enabled by new technologies which have the potential to 
change the dynamics of the spatial regime. The utilisation, mastery, and control of 
technology have the potential to take on a symbolic function equivalent to the status afforded 
the corner office in a traditional workplace setting. The role of technology and that of space 
are thus intertwined in a consideration of the reorganization of work. 
 
Space and Social Organisation 
Spatial boundaries, in the physical sense, have previously supported and defined social 
interactions and the development of social networks. The notions of a space of place and a 
space of flows have introduced significantly different dimensions into the conception of 
spatial boundaries. In the past, designers have used space and physical layout to help both 
shape and reinforce social groups and conventions. The implication for spatial design, 
whether for networked communities or otherwise, is that both the physical (real) and on-line 
(virtual) spaces must fit the social activities, the social conventions, and the expectations of 
the user communities. 
 
The Notion of Lived-Space 
Berleant 26 postulated that architecture consists most fundamentally of “the rootedness of a 
building in the ground and its social function [as] its basic and determining conditions,” 
stating also that “in the continuing formation of space and time in movement and in our 
reciprocal involvement with the objects and circumstances to which we are joined, we 
generate our human world”. 
 Architectural discourse has traditionally revolved around debates involving questions of style, 
form, and function. But as Leach 27 argued, “architecture is the product of a way of thinking 
…… attention needs to be focused on the thinking and considerations that inform its 
production”. For the field of architectural research, this requires a re-interpretation of the 
boundaries. Architecture can be neither exclusive of, or in opposition to enlightenments 
gained through other disciplines. To ignore the conditions under which architecture is 
practised is to fail to understand the full social impact and importance of architecture. At a 
most fundamental level then, architects must be committed to a philosophy that engages with 
the human condition, a philosophy that asserts “the primacy of the lived-world of everyday 
experience as the field of scholarly inquiry.” 18 
 
Lefebvre 28 reminded us that “the space of the everyday activities of users is ……… 
subjective.” The subjective experience of users must therefore be understood by architects 
and given priority in the design process. “Heidegger, Bachelard and others ….. offer a timely 
reminder that in an age of virtual reality, the very corporeality of the body cannot be ignored 
when addressing the experience of space.” 27 Heidegger’s 15 philosophy emphasised that 
there is no being apart from a world, there is only a “being-in-the-world.” Being-in-the-world is 
anchored in lived-space, thus lending it an ontological significance. Merleau-Ponty’s insight 
that the body is a figurative bridge between being and world space asserts that “the 
experience of place is based in a primary relation of body to world.” 18 The concept of place 
thus retains a central focus in the redefined network context. 
 
Successful environmental design should thus be driven by human values grounded in lived 
experiences, whose meanings in turn are found in the activities of everyday life. There is a 
need for architects to ensure the integration of human values and human experience in the 
design process. The NetWorkPlaceTM© study draws upon such a philosophical stance in 
order to understand the social order constructed through the meanings of everyday activities, 
combined with the sense of shared values and beliefs displayed by the activities associated 
with organizational group dynamics. 
 
“The theories, models, and concepts of social and behavioral science provide a means of 
becoming more in touch with human meanings, actions, and experiences as they are in the 
world of everyday life.” 20 This belief can be traced back to Norberg-Schulz 29 who indicated 
that the value of such insights to the designer is that through them he or she may become 
more sensitive to human environmental experience and therefore create buildings and 
places more in tune with the essential nature of our humanness. 
 
The Methodological Challenge 
As there was no direct precedent upon which to draw in the establishment of the 
methodological basis for this research, the investigative approach adopted principles from 
rich and long-standing traditions, whilst also incorporating refinements borne of 
contemporary thinking and context. In order to provide a credible account of the research 
undertaken, it is necessary to firmly establish how the shape of the social world is construed 
in this case. An underlying premise in this research resides in the belief that social 
phenomena are a construction in the minds of participants, but that this occurs within an 
objective reality that does display some regularity, some structure, some relationships, and 
some patterns, all of which are influenced by the particular context. 
 
Such an acknowledgement of objective reality merely recognizes the institutions, laws, 
practices, and conventions created by society which form the framework for action. These 
social structures are viewed not as determinants of activities in the positivist sense, but more 
appropriately as either the constraints or enablers for a variety of subjective interpretations 
which constitute meaning-making at the center of social life. 
 
The Paradigm Dilemma 
The approach adopted by the NetWorkPlaceTM© study accepts the notion that there is a 
world out there and postulates the need for researchers to expand their modes of inquiry in 
order to more fully understand how people interpret that world. The adoption of a world-view 
which constitutes the basic assumptions about the existence of reality and what sort of reality 
is assumed to exist, is central to considerations of the paradigm dilemma. The contemporary 
era has provided us with a framework demanding a much broader consideration of the 
ontological and epistemological underpinnings in our approaches to both research and 
practice. 
 
 
 
A Contemporary Position 
The NetWorkPlaceTM© study adopted an alternative paradigmatic position as a way to move 
towards a balanced research outcome. This stance is well supported by a growing number of 
scholars who argue that the dominance of a single perspective results in a narrow view that 
does not fully reflect the multi-faceted nature of social and organizational reality. Proponents 
of this viewpoint have argued that an exclusive view is always only a partial view. 30 31 32 
Methodological pluralism, multi-paradigm perspectives, and paradigm interplay, 
encompassing a diversity of methods, theories, and even philosophies, are suggested as 
ways to provide a more balanced understanding and such approaches are gaining greater 
acceptance across the research community. 
 
Establishing the Philosophical Perspective 
The research undertaken in the NetWorkPlaceTM© study concerns a complex phenomenon 
with issues occurring on many levels, characterized by the organizational or institutional 
aspects, the systemic orientation of the network, the collection of actors which comprise that 
system, and the individual actors themselves. It is shown through the NetWorkPlaceTM© 
study that, as Layder 33 suggested, social activity is conditioned and significantly shaped by 
systemic phenomena such as ideology, values, power, money, technology, physical 
environment, and the socially organized settings in which they are embedded, whilst 
simultaneously, social activity itself serves to reproduce, sustain, or transform these systemic 
features and social arrangements. Wikgren claimed that 
“the very possibility of social theory is based on the existence of real social 
structures and systems that are emergent entities which operate independently 
of our conception of them, conditioning – but never determining – intentional 
agential activity, being nonetheless dependent on that human activity.” 34 
 
According to Bhaskar 35 we can only understand the social world if we can identify and 
understand the underlying structures which generate and influence social events and 
discourse. All social phenomena are dependent upon the occurrence of human activity and 
Bhaskar further claimed that all such action requires structures. Harvey 36 suggested that 
society is never the “unmediated transliteration of individual desire into structure, but human 
transformative power is always dependent on the facilities already in place.” 
 
Reed’s philosophy 37 thus extends and it is suggested enriches the analytical approach which 
maintains that social reality can only be represented through the discourse associated with 
social relations. It embraces both the existence of structure and the production of meaning 
through human agency and activity. It is an acknowledgement of both the objective and 
subjective realms and the connections between social agency and social structure that form 
the complex and multi-faceted social reality represented by the context of the 
NetWorkPlaceTM© study. It is suggested that such a philosophical position with its incumbent 
ontological, epistemological, and methodological implications can provide an enhanced 
rendering of the nature of social reality. 
 
A Case of Being-at-Work 
The NetWorkPlaceTM© study was undertaken as a case within dual contextual dimensions. It 
sought to investigate socio-spatial phenomena involving related sites and complex 
interactional factors. Issues pertaining to organizational, sociological, technological, and 
spatial perspectives were dealt with in order to uncover the complex dynamics of the setting, 
comprising inter- and intra-organizational related workplace sites. 
 
In terms of its fundamental methodological approach, the NetWorkPlaceTM© study took a 
lead from Tashakkori and Teddlie 38 who suggested that a third methodological movement 
has evolved in social and behavioural research as a result of the paradigm wars and past 
controversies between quantitative and qualitative approaches. They termed this the field of 
“mixed methodology” and described it as constituting a more pragmatic way of utilizing the 
strengths of alternative approaches within a single methodological framework. 
 
The process adopted draws on established methods of qualitative research and most notably 
the phenomenological tradition, it is however unique in its combination and application and 
warrants a more comprehensive explanation than is possible within the scope of this paper. It 
is considered that architects have yet to fully explore and define their own ways of 
approaching the research process which mirrors the level of creativity displayed in their 
approaches to the design and construction of the built environment. Through the 
documentation and distribution of cases such as the NetWorkPlaceTM© study, which attempt 
to understand and describe the actions and reactions of people in relation to conceptions of 
place and space in contemporary situations, and in collaboration with disciplines beyond our 
own professional boundaries, it is posited that an architectural research identity can 
ultimately be defined. 
 
The Influence of Technology 
By applying Bourdieu’s 39 theoretical concepts to the investigation of ‘practice’ in the 
NetWorkPlaceTM© study, there is the capacity to help explain how the space of flows, through 
the burgeoning impacts of technology, together with the complementary roles provided by 
the space of place, support a new understanding of the network context in a way which 
informs workplace design. 
 
The findings of the NetWorkPlaceTM© case study suggest that technology is a necessary 
element, but when implemented in isolation, not a sufficiently enabling enough condition for 
enhancing network interaction and performance. Technology can certainly speed up the flow 
and ease of information sharing however trust appears to be a major issue in respect to the 
use of technology. Without trust and appropriate management strategies it seems unlikely 
that staff will engage with the technology in a manner which will provide benefits to either 
network operations or social interactions. 
 
The Phenomenon of Feral Systems 
 
In general, academic research into organizational systems has largely been limited to issues 
such as the technological benefits 40 41 42 and how the technology can be improved. 43 A 
range of authors including Al-Mashar and Al-Mudimigh 44 have suggested that many of the 
factors concerning the implementation of such systems are of a social nature. However many 
organizations including those under investigation in this case study, appear to ignore the 
documented research and have implemented enterprise wide information and computing 
systems without any apparent regard for the social implications or consequences. 45 46 47 
 
The significant finding in relation to the network enterprise-wide information system which 
informs the focus of this research, revealed instances in almost every location of members 
by-passing the corporate system. They tended to rely on their own ad-hoc arrangements 
which functioned successfully in the context of their immediate social environment and those 
on which they were dependent. Based on the “skunk work” concept of Tushman and 
O’Reilly, 48 Houghton and Kerr 49 referred to these as “feral systems.” 
 Feral Flows and Deviant Places 
The idea of feral systems was introduced into the study in relation to issues associated with 
the implementation and use of technology because this has specific application to the 
concept of the space of flows through its reliance on the possession of knowledge and the 
communication of information. Through the issues revealed and the discussion raised, the 
presence of a tension between the central control system and the feral systems has been 
proposed. This has been extended to embody the notion of disparity in the levels, types, and 
distribution of power within the network between those ‘in control’ and those ‘under control’. 
 
The notion of feral-ness or deviance was shown in the investigation of the ‘local dimension’ 
to similarly have direct application to the space of place through physical workplace design 
and spatial allocations. Thus tension and power are established as essential issues to be 
considered in order to balance the technological aspects of flows and the physical aspects of 
place in order to support sustainable management practice and operational functionality in 
the network enterprise context. 
 
The Meaning of Place 
Dovey 19 documented a comprehensive exploration of the way that power relations are 
embedded in spatial programs and it is in terms of power and authority, where it comes from, 
who has it, who can use it, and what implications this has for place, that the 
NetWorkPlaceTM© study is able to reveal and relate the contextual dimensions of the space 
of place and the space of flows. Gustafson’s research into the “Meanings of Place” 50 
provided the basis on which to establish a framework to achieve the translation from data 
collection to explanation. 
 
General theories provided limited assistance in understanding the roles and meanings of 
place in this specific case of everyday working life, and how such complexities relate to the 
conceptualization of place in what Norberg-Schulz 51 defined as “lived space.” The 
framework extrapolated from Gustafson’s 50 work enabled the NetWorkPlaceTM© study to 
investigate roles, meanings, and everyday conceptualisations of the space of place and the 
space of flows, demonstrated through the NetWorkPlaceTM© Mapping Model which was 
constructed as an essential component in the evolutionary understanding of the 
NetWorkPlaceTM© study. 
 
The outcome produces a clear and concise picture of the workings of the network context 
and consequently the areas and issues which designers (and other interested stakeholders) 
can focus their attention upon. 
 
Conclusion 
It has been confirmed through the NetWorkPlaceTM© study by virtue of the conclusions 
drawn from the application of the NetWorkPlaceTM© Mapping Model that both the space of 
place and the space of flows are significant dimensions in influencing members’ feelings of 
connection or belonging to the network enterprise at large. The emergence of the network 
society has been made possible by the enormous growth in technology, information systems, 
and telecommunication infrastructure that is providing increasingly different ways to mediate 
human interaction. Workplace environments in particular are now characterised by a range of 
technological devices and mediums which are claimed to increase work interactions by 
supplementing or substituting for face-to-face interaction. 52 53 The overwhelming request by 
the NetWorkPlaceTM© study respondents for opportunities to increase face-to-face interaction 
then prompts the question to be asked of: how well do these technological devices, 
mediums, or systems work, or more precisely in this case, how effective is the space of flows 
in achieving its well promoted objectives? From the evidence presented, in its current guise 
and utilization in the workplace setting, the response must be: not very well! 
 
Castells’ 54 concepts suggest that the main impact of the new technology is the 
transformation of spatial places into flows and channels without any localized form. However 
at the micro level of organizational life the NetWorkPlaceTM© study has shown that people 
are culturally defined and oriented and there remains a strong need for them to be spatially 
concentrated. 
 
Whilst the technocrats dissolve place in the space of flows, people increasingly tend to rely 
on experience gained in and through the space of place as their trusted source of information 
and connectedness. Indications are then, that the utopian dream of working at any time and 
in any place – remains for the present, just that – a seductive myth! 
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